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not far from St. Omer. When we wanted to go into the
town, we used the canal and took a boat. Indeed, water
transport was the general rule here among the inhabitants.
For a franc it was possible to hire a boat to take you into
St. Omer and back. Two of us were just about to take off
^frorn the shore, when along came a party of five Americans,
demanding to be taken on board.
" Sorry," I said, " but this only holds four. It won't
be long before another boat comes back."
This little speech was received with a torrent of abuse,
most of which I'm afraid is quite unprintable. We argued
the point, but the Americans were insistent, and forced
their way on board, shaking the boat and sending us all
into the water. One of the newcomers, who had just
previously boasted of his prowess as an oarsman, was now
shouting : " Help ! " He couldn't swim, anyway.
While we were struggling for the shore, a Frenchwoman
with-her shopping basket stepped into our boat and
paddled off.
" Merci, merci, messieurs.   Vous etes bien gentils !"
Distress had solved our differences, and we invited the
Yanks into our billets. We got the old stove going, and asked
the daughter of the house to bring hot drinks. My pal and
I went off to get out of our wet things, but the Americans
stripped stark naked where they were and stood wanning
themselves in front of the fire. Neither they nor the girl
was in the least perturbed at this. All they could say was :
" More coal; more coal." They got that stove almost
white hot, and draped their clothes on the backs of chairs
round thef room.
It was agreed that we would spend the evening together
in St Omer, and our American friends insisted on acting
as hosts. The keeper of the boats demanded another franc
from us, and we crammed ourselves into the boat, which
was almost level with the water.
" Remember," I said, " one of you guys can't swim!"
Somehow we made it without mishap, and we spent
what may be justly described as a merry evening at one <rf
fee big hotels of the town, I will spare you the details!